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“Un Canadien Errant” in New Mexico
louis-marie moreau dit coulon’s heresy and rebellion
Colin Coates and Sonya Lipsett-Rivera

D

uring the colonial period in North America, Canadians explored the vast
territories claimed by the French king and far beyond. As independent
or contracted fur traders, or military personnel, they ventured into many
parts of the continent. Through their travels, they encountered an array of
indigenous people as well as other Europeans, and, with different degrees
of success, they negotiated their way through the minefields of potential
cultural misunderstandings. Much of the current historiography focuses on
the extent to which these negotiations bore fruit, with the Canadians serving
as cultural intermediaries and often synthesizing French and Native customs
and beliefs.1 Although many of these French travelers engaged successfully
with the Native peoples they met, others were not so fortunate.
Colin Coates holds the Canada Research Chair in Canadian Cultural Landscapes at Glendon
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Carleton University in Canada. Her most recent book is Gender and the Negotiation of Daily
Life in Mexico, 1750–1856 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2012). This article is the
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This article explores the case of Louis-Marie Moreau dit Coulon (or
Coulonge), a carpenter from Québec who arrived in New Mexico in 1739.
Moreau’s story is complicated because he failed to safely adapt to a life in a
new place. The reasons for his failure are of particular interest; they reveal
the challenges he faced integrating into a culture that appeared familiar, but
ultimately proved foreign.
Utilizing misfiled documents discovered in the archives of Mexico, this
article examines the case of one Canadian who died in New Mexico, far from
the frontiers of French North America. Between 1739 and 1743, Moreau settled
in New Mexico, the northern border region of New Spain.2 His criticism of
local expressions of Catholicism, his use of magic, and his vague threats of a
French attack created suspicions among his new Spanish and Native contacts.
Spanish authorities accused Moreau of heresy and rebellion and eventually
executed him in Santa Fe’s plaza.
The Mallet Expedition
In 1739 a group of French fur traders led by Pierre and Paul Mallet made
their way from the Illinois region to New Mexico. They were likely the first
Europeans to travel along the route that would become the Santa Fe Trail,
the principal road from the Mississippi Valley to New Mexico.3 Over the
previous fifty years, they had been preceded into the Southwest by various
Frenchmen and Canadians attracted by rumors of silver mines, dreams of

map 1. louis-marie moreau dit coulon’s world
(Map courtesy Joseph Elrod)
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trade opportunities, and desires to expand French claims into the interior.
These efforts were often individual initiatives. Deserters from René Robert
Cavalier de La Salle’s explorations in 1693, Louis Juchereau de Saint-Denis’s
trade expedition of 1713–14, and Étienne de Bourgmont’s parleys with the
Padoucas (likely the Apaches) on the borders of New Mexico in 1724 represent
earlier examples of French incursions into the Spanish territory.4 Cooperation
with Natives was key to the successful completion of the journeys. The French
believed that they could count on a great deal of goodwill among a variety of
indigenous people. Bourgmont reported the words of his Apache hosts after
his expedition: “When the French come to see us, we will receive them well,
and if they should wish to go to the Spaniards to trade, we will show them
the way. It is only twelve days on foot from our village.”5
Unlike Bourgmont’s voyage, the Mallet expedition was undertaken without
official authorization, although French authorities in Louisiana afterward
expressed great interest in its discoveries. The Mallet brothers, along with six
or seven Canadians, adopted a different route than previous travelers, taking
advice from unnamed Natives.6 They left the Illinois country on 29 May
1739, following various rivers that took them into the dry, treeless territories
of far northern New Spain. On 30 June, they discovered the first tangible
signs of Spanish occupation: Spanish marks on some rocks, likely near the
Cimarron River.7 An escaped Laitane (Comanche) slave led them part of
the way to New Mexico. Earlier in their journey, while fording a river, they
had lost seven of their horses and the merchandise they were carrying for
trading purposes. Finally, on 16 July, the Mallet party made contact with
the Spanish commandant of Taos, and later arrived at Picuris mission. Well
received by their Spanish hosts, the Frenchmen attempted to establish trading links with the distant outpost of New Spain. They informed Gov. Gaspar
Domingo de Mendoza that “they came with the goal of establishing trade
with the Spaniards of this kingdom, given the close ties between the crowns
of France and Spain.” By completing the trip, they endeavored to “discover
this kingdom and to create communications between it and the colonies of
New Orleans and Canada.”8
The Mallets’ arrival in New Mexico occasioned a great deal of surprise as
well as suspicion among the Spaniards. After seeing the Frenchmen, one of
the clergymen stated years later that since they were “without any insignia
nor sign of being Christians, he had no opinion that they were Catholic.”9
Still, the Mallet brothers comported themselves well. The governor reported,
“[They] stayed at my home and ate at my table, [and] conducted themselves
in an upright and very Christian manner.”10 Some ten years later, Pierre Mallet
justified the expedition to New Mexico by expanding on his previous claims:
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“In the year ’40 [sic], together with eight other companions from the city of
Canada, being desirous of seeing the country and of seeking employment
or occupation for our families, and encouraged by reports of the nearness of
the Spaniards, [we] came by way of Isla Negro, or an Indian pueblo in New
France, to this kingdom of New Mexico.”11
Not knowing how to deal with the men of the Mallet expedition, the local
Spanish authorities wrote for advice to the viceroy in Mexico and received
his reply some nine months later. The viceroy did not want the Canadians
to return to the areas under French dominion but rather encouraged them
to stay in New Mexico. Consequently, the Canadians feared that they would
be forced to travel farther to the west, where they would encounter “men
dressed in silk, who live in big towns on the shores of the ocean.”12
On 1 May 1740, despite the viceroy’s instructions, the Canadians were permitted to leave New Mexico. On 13 May, three of the group split off to return to
the Illinois territory. The four others, including the Mallet brothers, headed for
New Orleans. Along the way, they encountered a group of five Padoucas, who
fled from them in fear. On 19 June, they abandoned their remaining eighteen
horses and constructed birch canoes, which carried them down the river. The
Canadian River, which originates in present-day southern Colorado and flows
through northeastern New Mexico and the Texas panhandle to Oklahoma,
possibly acquired its name because of this trip by the Mallets. Five days
later, at the fork of the Arkansas River, they met up with a group of Canadian
hunters. After spending some time hunting with them, they continued on to
Fort des Arkansas (Arkansas Post) and then on to New Orleans. They did not
arrive in New Orleans until March 1741.13
Meanwhile, two members of the Mallet expedition had decided to remain
in New Mexico. One was Montreal-born Jean-Baptiste Alarie, who entered
the Spanish records as Juan Bautista Alarí or Alarid. Alarie practiced the
occupation of barber and fathered a distinguished and prominent family. In
1748 Gov. don Joaquín Codallos y Rabal confirmed that Alarie “comport[ed]
himself honorably as a man of substance.”14
The second Canadian to stay in New Mexico was Louis-Marie Moreau dit
Coulon. According to documents produced for the Inquisition, he married
María de Guadalupe, the daughter of a mujerilla publica (prostitute), though
the parish register dating their marriage in Santa Fe on 12 October 1740 recorded
his wife’s name as Juana Muñoz.15 María de Guadalupe was still married to
Juan Francisco Muñoz, with whom she had a child. María de Guadalupe
would later claim that the baby’s father was not Muñoz, but rather a muleteer
called Gómez.16 Leonor Montaño, one of the people who later testified about
Moreau’s activities, was married to a carter, and the similar occupation may
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hint at some connection between Montaño and Moreau’s wife. Moreau had
clearly become involved with marginal people in the colony. In mentioning
María de Guadalupe’s name, Governor Mendoza added “a good name for
bad deeds,” likely a reference to the fact that she was named for the Virgin
Mary.17 Moreau’s choices would later reflect poorly on him.
There is little documentation concerning Moreau’s actions for the next
two years. His actions, however, were known to people who lived in at least
five Indian pueblos (Isleta, Tesuque, Picuris, Laguna, and Zuni) and the
two larger Spanish colonial towns of Albuquerque and Santa Fe. Moreau’s
fluency in Spanish is unknown, and it seems unlikely that in four years he
could have mastered the four distinct Pueblo languages spoken across the
spread-out territory. According to Governor Mendoza, Moreau began to foment rebellion in October 1742: “This person, after arriving here, attempted
with subtle plots to incite the Indians of this kingdom to revolt.”18 Given the
tenuous nature of Spanish authority over the pueblos, Moreau’s actions were
threatening indeed. Learning of this incipient unrest in May 1743 after an
Indian, Francisco el Coyote, reported a number of accusations, the governor
had Moreau arrested in Tesuque and brought to Santa Fe for trial.19 Governor
Mendoza sentenced Moreau to death, and on 29 May 1743, he was taken to
the chapel to confess and prepare himself. The execution by “sacado por las
espaldas” (having his heart pulled out through his back) was to take place
on 31 May 1743. However, a local friar, fray Pedro del Pino, asked the governor to suspend the execution for a few days. Governor Mendoza initially
refused, citing the fact that it had already been scheduled.20 Probably more
to the point, the local authorities had ordered the indios principales (Indian
leaders) from all neighboring communities to come to Santa Fe to witness
the execution. In line with early modern punitive culture, Moreau’s death
was to be exemplary justice, a lesson to any others who might be tempted to
try to incite a rebellion.
The execution, however, was delayed. The Catholic Church invoked the
jurisdiction of the Inquisition to examine the accused’s supposed heresies. As a
result, the church collected testimony from a variety of people, both Hispanic
and Native, providing detailed evidence of Moreau’s magic, his criticism of
religious practices, and his threats to Spanish sovereignty over the area. Since
he had already been condemned to death for the crime of rebellion, there is
no reason to see this testimony as an attempt to frame Moreau. Rather, the
witnesses provided evidence concerning the nature of his religious beliefs.
The Inquisition interrogated witnesses from a wide range of occupations and
locations, which suggests that the Inquisition made no concerted attempt to
develop a series of coherent charges against Moreau.21
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In Moreau’s case, the church ultimately determined that the Inquisition
did not have a role in this case, and the carpenter from Québec was shot
in the plaza of Santa Fe on 19 October 1743. After Moreau’s execution, the
case’s documents made their way into the Archivo General de la Nación
in Mexico City and were inserted into a totally unrelated lawsuit in central
Mexico. Historians only had access to the summary information concerning
the accusations against and execution of Moreau.22
These recently discovered documents provide a more detailed version of
the allegations concerning Moreau’s activities and beliefs, allowing historians to better understand his attempts to come to terms with his new home.
However, the nature of Moreau’s actions remains obscure. New Mexican
observers perceived Moreau as potentially threatening toward the Spanish
Crown because of his inability to communicate his meaning coherently and
bridge the cultural gap. Nonetheless, there can be logic to madness and even
miscommunication, as historian Eric Van Young has shown concerning
another quixotic rebel, the “Mad Messiah of Durango” in early nineteenthcentury Mexico.23 This article turns to the context of his activities and New
Mexicans’ interpretations of his deeds after sketching Moreau’s background
in New France.
Moreau’s Origins
A small number of church, notarial, and judicial records encapsulate the life
of Louis-Marie Moreau dit Coulon in Québec, providing an indication of
his family background and his employment. Louis-Marie Moreau was born
on 28 November 1705, the seventh child to Louis Moreau and Catherine
Bonhomme. He was the couple’s second son to survive past childhood. The
names of four other children, two brothers and two sisters, would follow him
into the parish registers. The census of 1716 for Québec lists the father as a
fermier (tenant farmer), and the household included fifty-year-old domestique
(servant) Jean Moreau, undoubtedly a relative.24
Louis-Marie followed his older brother Joseph-Louis into the carpenter’s
craft and then later into the interior of the continent. Along with Pierre Juneaux of Québec, François Couder of Contrecoeur parish, and Jean-Baptiste
Langtôt [Lanctôt] of Boucherville parish, twenty-three-year-old Joseph-Louis
signed a contract with Alphonse de Tonty, captain in the Troupes de la Marine
(Troops of the Navy) to take a canoe up to Detroit in 1721 in exchange for
sixty livres worth of beaver pelts. Joseph-Louis signed his own name to the
contract.25 Later, back in Québec, Joseph-Louis was listed in the census of
1744 as a charpentier (carpenter).
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A document from 1731 specifically refers to Louis-Marie Moreau. In that
year, a court ruling condemned the widow Dumontier to pay thirty-nine
livres for the purchase of madriers (wooden beams) from Coulange Moreau,
a menuisier (carpenter) of Québec.26 Although it is difficult to trace his employment history closely, it seems likely that Louis-Marie had completed an
apprenticeship by this time; the average age of apprentice carpenters during
the French regime was slightly over eighteen years.27 By the time that LouisMarie was twenty-six years old, he was termed a “maître menuisier” (master
carpenter) in a notarial document. In May 1732, he signed an agreement
with René Letarte, a house builder from Neuville parish, to provide a pine
cabinet. Unlike his brother, Louis-Marie did not know how to sign his name.28
In general, the colony of New France lacked skilled artisans throughout
its history, although carpenters were among the most common members
of this workforce.29 Generally artisans in New France who lived with their
masters during their training were treated better than those of their social
group in France. Colonial artisans often received a salary.30 Although skilled
labor was scarce and therefore prized in the colony, the temptation of the
fur trade continued to beckon. The short-term benefits simply outstripped
the wages even of skilled laborers.31
From 1732 to 1739, Louis-Marie Moreau disappeared from the surviving
historical record. A concession of land of four arpents (about 3.38 acres)
by forty arpents (about 33.84 acres) in Detroit to one Moreau (“au nommé
Moreau”) on 11 July 1734 was confirmed by the governor and intendant of
New France in 1735. Although Moreau was a common name, Louis-Marie
or one of his brothers could have been the recipient of this land concession.32
By this time, Detroit had developed into a trading fort with a small French
agricultural population attached to it. In Detroit, Moreau would have been
among the few former inhabitants of Québec. Most of the migrants in the
eighteenth century came from Montréal and were linked directly to the fur
trade.33 Along with Detroit, other French communities were growing in the
interior of the continent, providing a broken chain of connections between
the St. Lawrence Valley and the colony of Louisiana.
It is also possible that Moreau found himself in the Illinois territory in the
late 1730s as a result of the wars against the Chickasaws. In 1736 and again
in 1739, Gov. Charles de Beauharnois de la Boische sent a mixed group of
French, Canadian, Indian, and African soldiers to join Louisiana governor
Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne de Bienville’s forces in fighting the Chickasaws.34
French authorities had long-standing hostile relations with the Chickasaw
nation. According to a Jesuit observer, the Chickasaws were a “brave Nation,
but treacherous, and little known to the French.”35 Allied with the British to
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the east, the Chickasaws threatened French influence over the Mississippi
River and, in particular, the supply lines from the Illinois region to Louisiana.
French soldiers and Canadian militiamen, Native warriors, and African slaves
fought alongside one another to defeat the Chickasaws, but without success.
It is further possible that Moreau deserted from the French militia during his time in the region, which could explain why he wished to remain
in New Mexico once he arrived there. Certainly, Governor Bienville was
not pleased with the disposition of the Canadian militiamen, terming them
“naturally a bit unruly.”36 Referring to deserting French soldiers who arrived
in New Mexico subsequent to the Mallet expedition, Spanish official Felipe
de Sandoval explained the appeal of the distant location: “The confidence
and good reception which the French find among the Cumanches [sic],
through the recommendation of the Jumanes, and the information which
they have acquired concerning our settlements of New Mexico from these
same Cumanches and from other Frenchmen . . . constitute the cause of
the desertion and the flight of these other Frenchmen to these dominions.”37
Whether Moreau was in the Illinois region as a deserter from the militia or
as a fur trader, it is clear from the judicial documents in New Mexico that
he had extensive contacts with Native peoples and used methods he had
learned in the Illinois or Mississippi regions to try to communicate with the
Indians of New Mexico. This translation of practices failed miserably.
In any case, by 1739, Moreau had made his way to the Illinois region,
probably Fort des Chartres, the likely starting point of the Mallet expedition.38
A number of small French and Indian villages had grown up in the Illinois
country centered around the upper Mississippi River system, an area far
from direct French-government control. With a large proportion of Indian
and black slaves in the local population, the French-dominated villages grew
grain for the lower Mississippi settlements. French settlements had sprung
up next door to Indian encampments, and a complex web of economic and
cultural exchange had developed.39
From the perspective of his family back in Québec City, Moreau and his
brothers had left the colony and did not appear likely to return. Moreau’s
father died on 29 October 1735, and his mother on 15 July 1747. At the time
of her death, three of Bonhomme’s sons were absent somewhere in the
continent. The eldest son, Joseph-Louis, drew up a formal account of his
parent’s wealth. This document listed lands at Sainte-Foy and a house and
plot in the Upper Town of Québec City. After subtracting the years of arrears
owed to the Dartigny family for the land in Sainte-Foy and in Québec and
dividing the inheritance by seven, each absent son was left to receive 537
livres and 6 sols.40 The 1748 document registering Louis-Marie’s claim to the
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inheritance simply noted that Louis-Marie and his brothers Louis-Eustace
and Joseph-Valentin were “absent from this colony.”41 Louis-Eustace, listed
as a master mason at Kaskaskia in 1739, and Joseph-Valentin both married
and later settled in Louisiana.42 While Louis-Marie’s death in New Mexico
was likely more dramatic, the fate of his two younger brothers may have
remained equally a mystery to their family in Québec.
The Fear of the French in New Mexico
By the early eighteenth century, New Mexico was the northern fringe of
Spanish settlement in the New World, where the Spaniards had attempted—
with limited success—to establish their authority among the Pueblos. The
Pueblos had rebelled in 1680 and forced out the Spaniards for twelve years.
The Spaniards returned with a vengeance in 1693 but were unable to establish
complete control over the local Indians. Nomadic groups frequently attacked
Spaniards in early eighteenth-century New Mexico.43 Despite difficulties ruling the Native population, the Spaniards understood the strategic importance
of the northern borderlands as a buffer against other colonial powers.
Like the Spaniards, the French perceived opportunities for wealth in New
Mexico, and indeed officials at various points discussed the possibility of
conquering all of New Spain for France.44 The Spanish authorities expressed
concerns about these French incursions, an attitude that colored the reaction
to the arrival of the Mallet group.
Comanches and Apaches limited French access to New Mexico. The
Indians exercised control over the likely routes, via the Missouri, Arkansas,
and Red Rivers. Similarly, the Spaniards sometimes tried to penetrate into
the areas to the east and northeast. In 1720, for instance, don Pedro de Villasur led an expedition of Indians and Spanish soldiers to the Platte River in
present-day Nebraska. Looking for the French, Villasur instead encountered
hostile Indians, who routed the Spaniards. The frontier area between New
France and New Mexico remained firmly under Native control.45
Despite the trading purpose of their voyage to New Mexico, the Mallet
brothers’ report to the authorities in Louisiana served to encourage French
ambitions. The Mallets revealed the fragility of Spanish control over the territory: “Santa Fe . . . is a town built of wood and without any fortifications. It
may contain 800 Spanish or mulatto families. . . . There are but 80 garrison
soldiers, poorly trained and armed, at Santa Fe.” The French successfully
made contact with the Lalitane Indians in northwest Texas; their distribution
of gifts was well received. “This nation,” they assured the authorities, “could
be entirely ours, if we had some base in the country.”46 Besides the possibility
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of conquest, trade opportunities between Louisiana and New Mexico proved
attractive.
Louisiana officials Governor Bienville and Commissary Edmé-Gatien
Salmon confirmed to the minister in France that the Mallet expedition had
not been an official exploration: “They traveled by land without informing
anyone of their plan. We were both surprised and satisfied with their discovery,
which may be very important for the colony.” The Mallets’ journey made clear
that trade relations with New Mexico, though difficult, were not impossible to
consider. The lure of silver mines in the region again proved of great interest:
“They even say that they were shown a silver mine three-quarters of a league
away from the town [of Santa Fe], and that, had the Spaniards a market for
the silver, they would mine it and could quickly develop the mines.”47 The
Mallets were commissioned to make another trip to New Mexico in 1741,
this time under the leadership of André Fabry de la Bruyère, but this journey
proved unsuccessful and they turned back.48 Pierre Mallet would return in
1750, carrying a letter likely destined for Moreau.49
The Inquisition
Long before Pierre Mallet’s return to New Mexico, Moreau had been
executed for crimes against the state. The details of the accusations against
him were recorded in an extensive document containing testimony from a
series of people in New Mexico who had heard of Moreau’s activities. The
document begins with a complaint by Governor Mendoza to Señor Joseph
Carrillo y Bierme of the Inquisition in Mexico City. He relates that his troops
were about to execute Moreau when he received a letter from Pino.50 This
friar, an agent of the Mexican Inquisition in New Spain, called a halt to the
execution because no authority had explored Moreau’s religious crimes, only
his secular or civil conduct.
The governor’s desire not to delay Moreau’s execution may have derived
from his understanding of the prevailing legal culture. As historian Charles
R. Cutter explains, the secular colonial legal codes allowed for no appeals
in serious criminal offenses. On the rare occasions when this procedure
would have occurred, local court officials referred the case to the Audiencia
(high court) under whose jurisdiction they fell before they rendered their
decision or sentence. The decisions of the lower courts were final, and their
authorities were under no obligation to follow the advice given to them by
the higher court. The Audiencia of Guadalajara was the court of appeal for
the New Mexico jurisdiction.51
But fray Joseph de Yrigoyen, a notary for the Inquisition in the Mission of
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Jemez, ordered the execution stopped in order to examine Moreau’s religious
crimes. He claimed jurisdiction for the Holy Office, as there was never an
inquisitorial court in New Mexico. Rather, the Holy Office in Mexico City
usually named the ranking official of the Franciscan order as its commissary in
the province.52 The Holy Office named Yrigoyen notary for the Inquisition
in Santa Fe in 1731.53 Relations between church and state officials were tense
in New Mexico. In the seventeenth century, Franciscan friars had excommunicated royal governors because of conflicting ideas about how to treat
the indigenous population. The Inquisition’s commissaries in New Mexico
had the authority to detain and prosecute French interlopers who were
in the Spanish colony and causing trouble with the indigenous peoples.54
Despite such past practices, Yrigoyen’s intervention probably does not fit
into this pattern. In fact, he later asserted that he had intervened because he
had received information that Moreau’s troubles came about because of a
“woman’s lies.” Yrigoyen opens the possibility that Moreau was the victim of
a whispering campaign, which targeted the foreigner because he had made
some unsavory alliances with a prostitute’s bigamist daughter.55 Unfortunately,
the friar did not elaborate upon these plots. At the same time, he may have
been shocked at the severity of the death sentence. Capital punishment was
rare in New Mexico’s history, and it was typically applied as punishment only
for an extremely brutal crime.56
Agents of the Holy Office produced the document central to this article,
but it is neither typical nor representative of the kinds of texts usually found
in the Inquisition archives. As an institution, the Holy Office followed
particular guidelines established by canon law that regulated inquisitorial
practice. Although historian Solange Alberro documents that many inquisitors did not adhere to the procedures closely or faithfully, they still used a
formulaic way of proceeding. The Inquisition relied on denunciations and
did not typically seek out sinners to punish. The comisarios (commissaries
or representatives) instead read out the institution’s edicts at regular intervals
and expected Christians of good conscience to either denounce themselves
or others who had infringed upon church law.57 The fact that Pino intervened
in a secular proceeding in order to assert the possible religious dimensions
of the accusations diverged from the standard procedure. The Holy Office’s
representatives in New Mexico did not apparently receive a denunciation of
Moreau’s activities.
If this case had proceeded normally, the familiares (minor officials of the
Inquisition) or comisarios of the Inquisition in New Mexico would have received at least three clear and reliable denunciations from people who were
not motivated by hate or vengeance to speak. In theory, those who made the
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denunciations had to be Old Christians: neither their family line could be
tainted with Jewish or Moorish blood, nor could they be recent converts to
Catholicism. Because several of the witnesses against Moreau were indigenous, they certainly did not meet these criteria, and indigenous people
typically were not considered reliable as denouncers. In fact, denunciations
were part of a web of accusations that started when several people pointed
out to the church a person of dubious conduct. The Holy Office decided
through a review process if there was sufficient reliable information to make
a charge, arrest the accuser, and bring the suspect to their prisons. That accused person would often make counter-accusations in an effort to mitigate
his guilt and ensure a lighter sentence.58
The case against Moreau clearly strayed from these lines of bureaucratic
procedure. The witnesses were neither impartial nor all Old Christians,
and it is not apparent whether they voluntarily came forward to denounce
Moreau or were solicited by the local civil authorities. These deviations from
normal procedures possibly came about because New Mexico, distant as it
was from the central colonial government in Mexico City, simply operated
differently. Holy Office agents in New Mexico could not easily consult with
their Mexico City superiors or brethren.59
One of the most egregious deviations from the standard Inquisition procedure was that the Inquisition representatives never questioned Moreau.
Following a typical procedure, agents of the Inquisition would arrest the
culprit, and within eight days of incarceration in the Holy Office prisons, the
inquisitor would ask the detainee to search his conscience for the reason of
his arrest. Later the officials would read him the charges without revealing
the names of his denouncers.60 In Moreau’s case, the authorities neglected
this step and it is impossible to judge his reactions and hear his version of
the events.
Moreau’s fate was also rather extraordinary. Despite the aura of power
exuded by the Inquisition, few Mexicans had any dealings with it. Over the
course of three centuries of Spanish colonial rule, the Holy Office arrested
only five percent of the population. Of this number, they condemned two
percent, and only executed one percent.61 Of course, Moreau’s execution was
a secular sentence and certainly not performed in the manner prescribed by
canon law, which decreed burning at the stake.
One aspect of Moreau’s case, however, was typical: the close relationship
between heresy and treason. Richard E. Greenleaf, the foremost authority
on the Inquisition, states that Spanish officials in Mexico found it difficult
to differentiate the two, for their definitions were hazy and imprecise.62 The
growing challenges to the state from antiregalist philosophy in the eighteenth
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century might underscore the reasons for Moreau’s arrest and execution, but
these trends affected the colonies more in the latter part of the century than
in Moreau’s lifetime. It has been argued that in the eighteenth century, the
Inquisition turned its attention from religious to political matters in response
to the growing challenges to the status quo and the development of Mexican
nationalism.63 Greenleaf points out, however, that this idea was not new;
heretics were traitors and traitors were heretics since the inception of the
Holy Office in Spain.64
The archival material not only provides an account of the struggle to
determine who had jurisdiction over Moreau and his various crimes but
also records testimony from various people regarding Moreau’s seditious and
heretical activities. In the end, the state executed Moreau for inciting revolt
among the Native population—a lèse-majesté (crime against the state or
crown), not a lèse-majesté divine (crime against the Catholic Church). The
Inquisition records, however, reveal a fascinating juxtaposition of cultures
and popular understandings of religion. Only one of the witnesses actually
claimed to have heard Moreau directly; all the others reported second-hand
testimony. Moreau’s words were never reported verbatim. In fact, he was
forbidden the chance to speak before his execution.65
Moreau was ostensibly a Catholic; his heresy was not practicing paganism
or Protestantism but espousing a French version of Catholicism. Many of his
comments regarding clergy and religious practices were framed by the notion
that people practiced Catholicism better, if differently, in New France than
in New Mexico. The representative of the Inquisition exploring Moreau’s
alleged heresy heard the testimony of nine men and one woman: two alcaldes
(constables), three friars, a drummer, a soldier, an Indian, a Spanish resident
of Santa Fe, and the wife of a carter.
The accusations against Moreau can be divided into three main categories:
criticism of religious practice and heresies, magic, and sedition. The first two
were sins against the church, although the level of threat varied considerably. But the two overarching classes of crime—heresy and rebellion—were
linked in the minds of some individuals who reported on him. Yrigoyen, for
example, stated that by condemning religious practice and making heretical
statements, Moreau was disobeying the church. In New Mexico, where the
influence of the Catholic Church remained constrained in some areas, he
was inviting the new Christians, the Pueblo Indians, to turn their backs on
their faith. To Yrigoyen, Moreau was indirectly trying to destroy the church.66
In Mexico City, the Holy Office ruled that Moreau’s religious crimes
were not serious enough to cause such alarm and warranted no further
examination. The position taken by Inquisition officers in Mexico City re-
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flected a change of orientation on their part during the eighteenth century.
No longer so concerned with simple magic, they concentrated their efforts on
those who seriously undermined the colonial order. Although the testimony
concerning Moreau invoked the devil at various points—“la Cruz, solo el
Diablo la cargaba para engañar la gente” (only the Devil used the Cross to
deceive people)—the Inquisition chose not to pursue the discussion of this
heresy. As one historian has concluded in reference to an earlier revolt in
New Spain, for religious authorities, “Diabolism was played down or ignored
not because it was too credulous but, on the contrary, because it might lead
to incredulity.”67
Invoking the Inquisition in Moreau’s case may represent the ways in
which religious norms differed between core and peripheral areas. Yrigoyen,
however, might have believed that the accusations against Moreau arose
because of jealousy or some other emotion, and he was trying to delay the
execution in order to clarify the reason for such accusations. The fact that
Moreau was apparently involved in both magical practices and political
sedition is intriguing especially because the witnesses came from a variety
of places located some distance from one another.
Heresy, Magic, and Rebellion
Despite Moreau’s notoriety throughout New Mexico, much of the evidence
against him in the documents stemmed from the words of one man, Francisco el Coyote from Tesuque. He was almost certainly the same person as
Francisco Zuaso, “el coyote,” who was interviewed later. Zuaso made a series
of allegations about Moreau’s criticisms of religious customs in New Mexico.
Fray Francisco de la Concepción González, a missionary at Tesuque, and
Phelipe Tafoya, a Spanish resident of Santa Fe, repeated these claims. Some
of Moreau’s criticisms of Catholic customs in New Mexico were clearer
than others. First, he denied Mary’s virginity after Christ’s birth. Although
this point was official dogma in New France as well as in New Spain, this
religious precept baffled many, and so Moreau was not alone in his doubts.68
Despite the zeal with which colonial Mexicans worshipped the Virgin,
Moreau’s quibbling was hardly threatening to the Catholic Church in New
Spain and New Mexico.
Secondly, Moreau criticized the colonial Mexican practice of making three
signs of the cross: on the forehead for the mind, on the mouth, and on the
heart/body. For fray Cayetano Otero of the Zuni mission, Moreau’s position
denied the Holy Trinity. The Trinity formed part of the standard Catholic
Orthodoxy in New France; the manner of showing “the sign of the cross”
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differed, however, with the single gesture of offering the sign with the right
hand on the forehead, the stomach, the left shoulder, and then the right.69
Franciscans, who were among the major proponents of the belief in the Trinity as a key part of Catholic dogma, may have been predisposed against those
who criticized this core belief. The Franciscans believed that the Trinity was
a “perfect model of terrestrial order”; it was their model for the body politic
and for deference and hierarchy in society.70 In the eyes of the Franciscans,
when Moreau denied the Trinity (“negaban las tres personas”), he was also
repudiating the authority of the church and that of the state.71 What might
have been to Moreau a simple statement on a practical, concrete religious
custom that was different and, to him, exaggerated and unnecessary became
a statement charged with heretical and seditious undertones in the eyes of
Otero. Although New Mexicans and Canadians were Catholic, their actual
practices were different enough to open a gulf of misunderstanding. Knowingly or unknowingly, Moreau crossed into the territory of heresy when he
made such blithe statements.
Moreau made other critical remarks about religious practices in the
Spanish colony, sometimes simply because they were different from those of
New France. Witnesses recorded that Moreau had criticized the saying “Ave
María” as a salutation, a practice common to New Spain. He also labeled the
practice of making a sign of the cross on the mouth as foolish. Explaining his
objection, Moreau clarified that the mouth was for eating only. The rosary,
although a feature of Catholic devotion in New France, also came under
denunciation by Moreau, who scoffed that it was useful only for keeping
track of the days when traveling.72
Finally, Moreau condemned the clergy he encountered in New Mexico.
One witness stated that while Moreau considered fray Francisco de la Concepción Gonzáles his friend, Gonzáles reported that he had heard that the
Canadian had criticized his ability to say Mass.73 Moreau claimed the priests
in his own land said the Mass better.74
This series of statements seems to reflect Moreau’s incredulity that religious practice could be so different in two Catholic colonies. Clearly, daily
habits such as the Ave María greeting were not religious doctrine but rather
local custom. Moreau, a stranger in a Spanish colony, obviously reacted in a
hostile manner to foreign elements of Catholicism. Perhaps his antagonism
stemmed from his disappointment that religious practice, which might have
brought him the comfort of familiarity, alienated him instead.
Probably most damning was Moreau’s statement that he was more powerful
than God. In different ways, all the witnesses reported that Moreau displayed
no fear of repercussions for his seditions and heresies because he was stronger
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than God. He had apparently stated that God was in the Heavens and he
(Moreau) was on earth, and therefore he (Moreau) was stronger. Fray Juan
Joseph Orinoso, the missionary at Acoma, had been told that Moreau claimed,
“God was down below and he was above.” 75 Such defamations would have
been as shocking in New France as they were in New Mexico.
Apart from these heretical and critical remarks, Moreau was accused of
performing what can only be described as acts of magic. His feats of trickery
would have had a receptive audience since both Spanish and indigenous
peoples of New Mexico believed in magic, sorcery, and witchcraft.76 Three
Spanish witnesses heard that Moreau had killed a bird in mid-flight simply
by throwing some dirt into the air. Nicolás de Chacey, a Spanish soldier from
Santa Fe, claimed that Moreau had picked up a dry stick from the ground
and then rolled it up as if it were a skin.77 Orinoso said that Moreau took a
dry stick, twisted it around his arms, and threw it away, but it remained on
his body.78 Four witnesses heard from others that he had stretched a stone
as if it were made of molasses. Three claimed that he made a gamuza (a
chamois made of deerskin or elkskin) fly.79 Allegedly, Moreau would place
four candles on a gamuza, and then it would fly far away and even return
days later. Otero even claimed to have heard stories of Moreau stretching a
stone into a gamuza. Moreau’s numerous public assertions and the dangerous
nature of his words clearly troubled Otero.80
Beyond the simple legerdemain that Moreau may have mastered to
impress his audiences, it is possible that he was also building on folkloric
beliefs related to magic in early modern European cultures, including some
traditions in New France. Although most cases of sorcery in the French colony
involved disputes between individuals, some instances alluded to supernatural
powers. The Holy Office accused Moreau’s contemporary, Charles Raimond
dit Passe-Campagne, of being a witch who could fly into the clouds.81 In this
case, Passe-Campagne forced his detractors to withdraw their accusations before a notary. In the North American variant of the Chasse-galerie (Bewitched
canoe) legend, a canoe is able to fly through the air after the voyageurs agree
to a pact with the devil. Flight as a feat of magic was certainly within the
realm of folklore and popular belief. In folk societies such as those in New
France and New Mexico, magic could be easily amalgamated with religious
beliefs.82
Moreau’s religious eccentricities were atypical of French Catholics in New
France. Historians examining popular religiosity in the colony have suggested
that religious practice was rather orthodox, even if individuals sometimes
contested church controls. The few cases of sorcery cropping up in the church
and judicial records of New France are very different from Moreau’s. Such
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accusations could be taken very seriously, however, by French authorities.
In 1742, for instance, authorities in Montreal accused the soldier FrançoisCharles Havard de Beaufort of committing a sacrilege by using a crucifix for
divining the identity of a thief. The civil court condemned Beaufort to five
years service in the galleys; this sentence was later reduced to three years.83
Presumably more important than Moreau’s magical abilities was the allegedly seditious goal of his actions. Zuaso, el coyote, was the only witness
who provided direct testimony of Moreau’s words or actions, and he reported
nothing on the magic feats. His testimony was even more frightening. On 10
June, Zuaso revealed that Moreau had told him how people in his country
used animal skins to communicate in order to launch a war. This process
involved painting circles in the middle of a skin, decorating it with an eagle
feather dyed in red ochre, and smoking a pipe made of corn stalk. By sucking
on the chacuaco (pipe), the participants would all agree to the proposed war.
(It is worth noting that Zuaso did not speak Spanish well, and it is possible
that the difficulty of communication may have magnified misunderstandings
with Moreau.) 84 Although it is not clear where Moreau picked up the idea of
the corn stalk pipe, it is possible that this was an Apache practice. Historian
John L. Kessell recounts the experiences of Capt. Diego Romero who, in 1663,
testified to the Holy Office that he had traveled to Apache country, where
he participated in various ceremonies, including smoking a corn pipe—in
this case to symbolize peace with the devil.85 Based on conversations with
Zuaso but apparently not with Moreau, Tafoya and González described a
similar warrior ritual. Questioned again on 14 June, Zuaso repeated how
people agreed on war in Moreau’s country, and added that according to
Moreau, there was good hechiseria (witchcraft) in his homeland, and that
all the people were poor in New Mexico. Furthermore, the Spaniards were
composed of the blood of pigs and black and white dogs. Zuaso added that
he believed that Moreau wished to kill González.
These were the threats that seemed to preoccupy the authorities. Yrigoyen
had earlier specified the Indians with whom Moreau was intending to communicate. Joachim Sánches, a servant of the alcalde of Santa Fe, had told
Yrigoyen that Moreau was trying to convince the Indians at San Diego de los
Jemez to rebel. Moreau put a gamuza with four candles on the ground. The
candles floated into the air, and the gamuza flew to the Province of Moqui,
an area far to the west over which the Spaniards maintained only tenuous
control.86
On the boundary between magic and sedition, Moreau allegedly learned
from a white horse that his people (the French) were arriving in New Mexico.87
Of course, it is possible that Moreau was only making some reference to the
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fact that the Mallet brothers hoped to establish trade links between Spanish
New Mexico and French Louisiana. But Moreau’s magical communication
with the horse tapped into Spanish anxiety over rebellion and war. Because
New Mexicans were aware of the activities of French trappers and traders,
Moreau’s prediction that “his people” were arriving in the region did not
seem so far-fetched, even from a horse’s mouth. According to Orinoso, “He
[Moreau] said that he would put an end to all the Spaniards because there
were so few of them.”88 Zuaso said that Moreau claimed he could control
the Spaniards easily: “By only shaking his foot, he could finish with all the
Spaniards and all the Indians.”89 Montaño reported an encounter between
her husband and Zuaso. According to Zuaso, Moreau had promised him
that Spanish domination was coming to an end: “We will not have to work,
rather we will be absolute masters. [Moreau] would help because he was
greater than God.”90
Moreau’s acts of magic clearly disturbed the people who reported them to
Spanish officials. His denouncers accused Moreau of directly invoking the
devil, an implicit threat to Christianity and the social order. His status as a
marginal outsider may have made it expedient for local residents to denounce
him. Given that his reputation seems to have spread widely through secondhand accounts, his notoriety became a threat.
Contexts for Understanding Moreau
Ultimately, the Spaniards justified Moreau’s execution because of his alleged attempts to provoke a rebellion among the Pueblo peoples. There is
no evidence that his supposed calls to insurrection stirred any indigenous
people of New Mexico to take up arms or even to consider it. Yet people of
both indigenous and Spanish descent reported his seditious talk as a serious
threat to the Crown.
While Moreau’s criticisms of New Mexican Catholicism were rooted in
his experiences in New France, his methods of calling people to war reflected
his time spent in the interior of the continent. His references to a deerskin,
a pipe, and feathers to declare war were unrelated to French practices.
Nor did this ritual reflect the experience of the Iroquois Indians present in
New France, where the exchange of wampum belts played a large role in
launching hostilities. During warfare in the seventeenth century, the Iroquois
commonly inscribed a pictorial account of the war mission on trees in the
village.91 Moreau’s ritual, however, included elements of another provenance:
red circles traced on a gamuza then decorated with eagle feathers and used
alongside a pipe. This practice seems closely related to the Native culture of
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the Illinois country, the starting point for the Mallet expedition. One study
of the cultural mixing that took place in the region noted that calumet pipes
played a highly significant symbolic function: “Pipes were the medium of
establishing trade, peaceable congress, and proper social relations.”92
An account of the French campaign against the Chickasaws in 1739 describes a similar ritual, along with an explanation of its significance: “The
27th, one and a quarter league distance from our fort, we found a cane of
reed, in which a piece of English cloth was hung, as a type of bag, filled
with tobacco, with a cob of corn above, and on top a bearskin, everything
placed in a circle. Five Chis Indians recently brought these enigmatic marks
which signify peace, according to the interpretation of our Indians, as well
as those of this country. By the corn, they understand that they all want to
eat the same bread, the tobacco to smoke together, and the bearskin in a
circle to sleep under the same roof.”93 The objects—animal skins, pipes, and
food—were used to communicate a desire for friendship and collaboration.
Moreau’s gamuza ritual, likely a modification of such practices, attempted
to forge links with the Pueblos, whom he possibly tried to enlist to support a
French invasion that he may have believed was coming. Did Moreau adapt
a method of communicating with Natives from another geographical and
cultural context to New Mexico and fail miserably in the attempt?
As argued earlier, the Spaniard’s harsh reaction to Moreau’s strange and
ineffectual threats likely stemmed from political circumstances related to
Spanish control over the local Indians, the threat posed by French incursions
onto the Great Plains, and the destructive raids by Plains Indian groups. But the
elements of magic that were part of his claims may have also raised the alarm,
for magical acts had played a part in the successful Pueblo Revolt of 1680. In
1733 authorities had tried a group of witches in Isleta.94 In 1703, after an initial
attempt to restore Spanish control over Moqui, the Moquinos continued to
resist Spanish authority. Historian Hubert H. Bancroft found evidence of five
juntas de guerra (war councils) against the Moquis.95 Any hint of contacting the
Moquis, as an island of ongoing rebellion, for the purpose of rebellion, must
have struck terror in the hearts of the colonists. In 1740 the province of Sonora,
to the southeast of New Mexico, was rocked by a rebellion among the Yaqui
Indians. During the tense six months of the revolt, the Yaqui rebels destroyed
and looted haciendas, mines, ranches, and missions. Two of the leaders, who
ironically had not advocated armed struggle, were executed as an example to
the rest. Their severed heads were sent to all Yaqui rancherías.96
While they had reason to be concerned about the tranquility of the local
Indians, the Spaniards also had cause to be suspicious of the French. Spanish
officials believed that French traders were conducting a sizeable trade in
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contraband between New Mexico and Louisiana.97 More ominously, Spanish
officials believed that these incursions and explorations were part of a French
campaign to take over the Rio Colorado region. They also worried about the
French trade with various indigenous groups, especially after it became clear
that the French sold weapons to the Comanches and the Pawnees, who then
used these guns to attack both the Apaches and many towns in the Rio Grande
area.98 This warfare weakened the Spanish colony and forced its leaders to
fortify their borders with garrisons and cavalry.99
Historical records yield little information about what Moreau actually did.
Certainly, no evidence indicates that the French were planning a large-scale
assault on the territory, even if the Mallet brothers wanted to repeat their
trading mission. But New Mexicans probably took his vague threats seriously,
despite the lack of any evidence, because Moreau touched upon anxieties
very much present in eighteenth-century New Mexico. Moreau presented
the threat of the foreign—even though he had married locally and seemed
willing on some level to settle in New Mexico. With the French approaching
the colony, trading with nearby indigenous people, and establishing posts in
the area, any talk of encroaching Frenchmen added to the tension. He spoke
of rebellion, seemingly focusing on the volatile Moquis, at a time when the
Pueblo Revolt and its subsequent pacification remained fresh in the colony’s
memory. The heretical notions that Moreau reportedly uttered also contributed to his seditious proposals; if taken seriously, they could undermine the
Catholic faith of the Pueblos and provide another reason for revolt. They
threatened the authority of the church less because they were inherently
sacrilegious but because they attacked the daily religiosity practiced by new
converts and old believers, the visible manifestations of the acceptance of
church control.
Within four years of his arrival in New Mexico, Moreau had become a
threatening figure to the Spanish authorities governing this rebellious province. Unlike the eccentric rebelliousness of the Mad Messiah of Durango in
the early nineteenth century, Moreau’s actions were deliberate in the sense
that he anticipated the arrival of French troops to conquer the region.100
Moreau died in 1743, shot in the plaza of Santa Fe for treason, not for
heresy. Following his death, subsequent attempts to establish a firm trading
link between New Mexico and Louisiana would fail. In 1750 Pierre Mallet
returned to Pecos Pueblo along with three countrymen. The reception of
these four Frenchmen was not hospitable. They were held by the authorities,
and eventually transferred to Mexico City and then to Spain, where they
presumably finished their days.101 Perhaps as a result of Moreau’s experience,
French attempts to establish trade links to Spanish New Mexico ultimately
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led to fears of disruption that the early modern colonial state and church
could not tolerate.
Venturing from his home in Québec, past areas under French influence,
and into Spanish New Mexico, Louis-Marie Moreau dit Coulon had been
changed by his experience on the frontier. He made a pastiche of French and
Illinois-region Native practices in his effort to communicate with Indians in
New Mexico. Moreau’s fatal innovation, if indeed he made the statements of
which he was accused, was to link the heretical with rebellion. The Spanish
difficulty was sorting out one from the other.
Moreau represented a series of different threats: an exhortation to use
rituals to launch war on the locals, vague French machinations of wishing
to supplant the Spaniards in this part of North America (a view ultimately
confirmed by what Louisiana authorities made of the Mallet report), and the
discomfort created by the new arrival’s criticism of standard religious practice
in New Mexico. Moreau’s very presence threatened the Spanish authorities in
this borderland region, and the New Mexican authorities judged it necessary
to put him to death. A product of the frontier experience, Moreau himself
fell victim to border insecurities. The process whereby his companion JeanBaptiste Alarie was better able to negotiate this difficult position remains a
mystery. In an early modern period of fluid identities, Moreau expounded
some aspects of popular religious culture from New France, but overall seems
to have been more fatally influenced by what he discovered along the way to
New Mexico. Defending the superiority of the Catholicism of New France,
he nonetheless integrated some aspects of Native beliefs and traditions in
an attempt to speak to different groups of Indians. Moreau’s story is that of
a man who recognized some of the cultural differences that existed among
the many peoples who inhabited North America, but did not fully appreciate the contexts in which he articulated those traits. His fate demonstrates
that it was not always easy to find a middle ground between European and
indigenous cultures, and the successes of those who navigated the difficulties
should therefore be considered all the more significant.
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